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You will need:
A fish
Squid ink or calligraphy ink
Selection of thin paper
Brushes to apply ink
Spray bottle of water
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How do you record the size of your catch? In the early nineteenth century, before the invention of photography, Japanese fishermen 
came up with a solution: Gyotaku, literally ‘fish rubbing.’ This method 
of printmaking is possible to try at home, or at sea. 
This booklet takes you through the process and materials you need to 
rub a fish. 
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What is a fish rubbing?
Fish rubbing is a type of printmaking in which ink is rolled onto a 
fish and then printed directly onto paper. Fish are particularly suited 
to printmaking because their skin is textured with scales and crevices 
so that the ink can sit on the surface of the skin, but also get into the 
grooves. 
These two places that ink can sit – on the surface or in the groove 
- are used in two different printmaking techniques: relief printing 
and intaglio printing. In relief printing the raised areas of an object 
are inked up and leave a mark on the paper, while the indented 
areas will be blank. It includes linocuts, woodcuts and potato prints. 
Intaglio printing is the opposite: only the indented areas will hold ink 
and leave a mark on the paper, while the raised areas will be blank. 
Intaglio includes techniques such as engraving, etching and drypoint. 
However in some processes, such as fish rubbing, it is possible to make 
prints that are both relief and intaglio. 
In printmaking the ‘plate’ is the object that you’re printing from, 
which in this case is a fish. More typically, a printing plate is made 
from wood or metal – such as a copper plate, which is often used to 
make etchings and engravings. The plate is the thing that you carve 
into or cut to make your picture. Another term is ‘ink up’ – this means 
apply ink to your plate in a certain way so that you can print it. 
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Why rub a fish? 
I was first told about fish rubbing by Dundee based artist and 
printmaker Paul Harrison. He had been asked to help with setting up a 
print studio by the Sambaa K’e Dene Band, a First Nation community 
living on the shores of Trout Lake in the Canadian Northwest 
Territories. To share the processes and techniques of printmaking, 
Paul began with something familiar: fish. By inking and printing the 
fish, these three-dimensional forms became flattened on the page. 
These sorts of transformations are what first attracted me to 
printmaking. In its simplest sense, printmaking is about pressing one 
thing against another so that it leaves an impression. And by doing 
this, surprising things can happen – patterns and marks that you 
didn’t notice on the plate will reveal themselves when you peel back 
the paper. 
I’ve printed fish in studios, in groups and on the beach. It’s a relatively 
accessible way to make images, but it also changed my understanding 
of these animals. To make a fish print you have to get involved with its 
texture, appearance and liveliness – the way its jaws move and the fold 
of its fins. If you have a fish to eat, or find one washed up on the beach, 
fish rubbing is a way to breathe some life back into them.  
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Stage one: find a fish 
Not all fish respond well to rubbing. My first attempt was with a 
mackerel, which didn’t print well because mackerel don’t have very 
textured skin. Instead, the fish to look for are the scaly ones. In the 
spirit of reanimation, it’s possible to buy sustainable fish at a low 
price that are good for printing. Sprats are small and inexpensive, or 
anything a fishmonger recommends that has an interesting shape and 
texture – it can be frozen. The most important thing is not to gut the 
fish. Fish rubbing involves some force and things tend to leak out. 
Another option is to head to the sea. I’ve done some fish printing 
with a group of other artists in Hastings, where the pebbled beach 
is covered with dead fish that have been discarded from fishermen’s 
nets – dogfish in particular. This species of shark has very rough 
skin, similar to a cat’s tongue, and is sold in the UK as rock salmon. 
Their increasing popularity has pushed them into ‘vulnerable’ status. 
Printing them seemed one way of recording this largely unnoticed 
waste of living creatures, left on the shore to be picked over by seagulls. 
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Stage two: gather materials
The main materials needed to print fish are ink and paper. My 
favourite ink to use is squid ink. Not only can you eat the fish after 
you’ve printed it, but this jelly-like ink seems to ‘get on’ with the fish 
and make very clear images on the paper. Most fishmongers sell squid 
ink in small packets, which cost about a pound. If you’re not going to 
eat the fish after you’ve printed it, you can also try Chinese calligraphy 
inks or water-based intaglio inks, which can be found in specialist art 
and printmaking shops. 
The paper has to be quite thin and sturdy, so that it can pick up the 
impression and fold easily around the fish. Traditionally, fish rubbing 
involves fine but tough Japanese papers, which can be bought in 
specialist art and paper shops. Otherwise, it is possible to use tissue 
paper. 
To apply the ink to the fish you can use a soft paintbrush or a dauber. 
These are soft balls of stuffed and gathered silk, but they can be made 
from any similar material that won’t fray such as nylon. I have made 
some from a pair of old tights. Other useful materials include cloths, 
paper towels, and a spray bottle of water to dampen the paper. 
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Stage three: rub the fish
Start by washing the fish, then dry it with kitchen towel and lay it on a 
piece of newspaper. Using a brush or dauber, cover one side of the fish 
in a thin layer of ink, including the fins, tail and eye. Depending on the 
effect I want I sometimes remove some of the ink by gently rubbing 
the fish with a dry cloth. This is the same inking up technique that is 
used in intaglio printing – the ink stays in the grooves of the fish’s skin. 
Move the fish onto a clean piece of newspaper and position it. Lay a 
piece of Japanese paper or tissue paper on top of the fish. Beginning 
at the fish’s head, rub the back of the paper with your hand using firm, 
circular motions all the way down the fish’s body. At the fins, use your 
hand underneath to lift them up so that they make contact with the 
paper. After you’ve rubbed the entire fish, peel back the paper and 
hang it up to dry. You can now begin the inking up process again and 
make another print. 
By inking up and positioning lots of fish at the same time, it’s possible 
to make a shoal moving across a sheet of paper. 
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Stage four: colour your fish
The simplest way to add colour is to paint directly onto the final print 
using watercolour or felt-tip pens. Because the paper is thin, these 
can be painted on the back or front of your fish print. Other ways of 
adding colour include:
Chine collé
This is a type of collage that involves sticking small pieces of coloured 
or thin paper onto a larger, thicker sheet of white paper. The aim is 
to glue the pieces of coloured paper at the same time as printing the 
image. Traditionally, this would be achieved by using an etching press, 
but as it is not possible to put a fish through a press you have to rely on 
the pressure of your hands. 
Collect together different coloured papers that are thin but strong 
enough to pick up the ink on the fish. Tissue paper is fine, or coloured 
Japanese paper. If you want to colour in the fish’s eye or even the entire 
fish, then cut out this shape from the coloured paper. Apply a thin 
layer of wallpaper paste all over the back of the coloured paper. Ink 
up the fish, and then position the coloured paper on the fish glue side 
up. On top of the coloured paper position the main sheet of white 
paper. Then rub as normal. The pressure of your hands should stick 
the coloured paper to the white paper while making the print. 
A la poupée
The aim of à la poupée is to apply different colours of ink to the same 
surface and blend them together where they meet. It’s traditionally 
used with intaglio printing. Starting with the lighter colours first, such 
as yellow, ink up the fish. Once you’ve applied all the colours you want, 
use a cloth and gently blend them into each other where they meet 
using small circular motions, so that the edges between the colours 
are softened. 
You can now print your fish. 19
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